Philipson column for 27 February 2001

Two weeks ago in these pages I railed against the many stupidities of the Australian government's IT policies, or lack of them. I gave as examples the ludicrous pay TV regimen, the outsourcing fiasco, restrictive and counterproductive immigration policies, porkbarelling at the expense of infrastructure development, underfunding of education, and most of all the sheer lack of vision for the future and understanding of the digital age apparent in those who would govern us. A sad litany indeed.

Recent state election results indicate that our beloved Federal government is not long for this world, which can only be a good thing. The Labor opposition is not much better, but they could not be any worse. Roll on, election time.

One of the joys of writing opinionated ratbaggery like I do in a major newspaper is the emails you get. When I wrote my little diatribe against the blind men leading us, I received more emails than I have ever got before. Half a dozen came in before I had even had my breakfast. Not a single correspondent said that I was being too hard on the government. Let me share some of the comments with you.

There were a few one-liners: "Your column today was superb. We couldn't agree more with what you say" and "Bravo sir" and "You certainly hit the nail square on the head this time. Congratulations."

There were a few of that nature, and some slightly longer. "Your comments regarding the disastrously lacklustre antics, to date, of our inept Federal government, when it comes to information technology policies, highlights only too clearly how incredibly out of touch John Howard and his empty-headed cronies are when trying to come to grips with the real world."

We are talking dozens of emails here. The uniformity of viewpoint was astonishing. Very many people agree that the government just doesn't understand the key issues of the information age. I even got one note from an IT columnist in another newspaper saying that people had emailed him to make sure he read what I had written.

Clearly, I have struck a nerve. The comments I have received echo what I hear whenever I talk to people about the government's approach to information technology and telecommunications policy in this country. Some of the emails I received are worth quoting at length. One was from Armidale, a pretty town in northern NSW where I spent four pleasant years of my life.

"Armidale has 20,000 people, a university, TAFE and substantial independent and state K-12 educational facilities," wrote my correspondent. "There is also light industry, retail, the three tiers of government and a significant rural sector. Obviously, many of the educational facilities and government offices have broadband Internet access. Is it available to the general public? Of course not. Will there be general broadband access within five years? The Telstra employees I talk to say, unofficially, that it's unlikely.

"If a town of Armidale's physical size, a regional centre for this part of the world cannot even have a projected date, however notional, for general and affordable broadband Internet access, then how will centres such as Inverell and Moree, each with about 10,000 people ever achieve it?

"By making it so unattractive to live away from the coast, even in centres like Armidale with its many facilities, we can also make out a case that we are contributing to the various problems of urban environments, coastal crowding, land degradation etc., by encouraging population shifts through negligence.

"There is no doubt that our political masters are sailing in the proverbial ship of fools and can't navigate beyond Lake Burley Griffin. I hope that you continue to write about their follies."

Rest assured I shall. The speed of Internet access, and not just to country areas, is easily the most important constraining factor in moving Australia forward in the digital age. I see no indication that anyone in government even understands the concept of "bandwidth". But the problem is across the spectrum of information technology:

"As an innovative website development company we have been frustrated with the self-congratulatory ministerial media releases that seem to come out daily when at the same time we get absolutely zero assistance to develop cutting edge technology.

"The lip service that government pays to incubating the new economy and removing the international perception that Australia is an old economy is galling when they struggle to comprehend what our applications for assistance to develop new IT technology are all about. It's good to read an article that doesn't pull the punches and which takes no prisoners - They need to be given a reality pill by somebody!"

The voters of Western Australia have given Howard and Alston and Ruddock a good dose of reality pills. The danger now is that by pandering to populist sentiments about tax and immigration the government will continue to ignore the realities of the information age, and that we will continue to wallow in the slough of wilful ignorance that has become this government's excuse for policy.

The final word from one of my email correspondents: "The Americans thought that Gerald Ford was thick - how lucky they never heard of Alston (an idiots' idiot)".
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